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Contemplation
in the Spirituality
of Henri Nouwen

"Poverty of spirit, i.e., a willingness to identify with our fellow creatures,
means that the Christian approaches all creation in the light of his or her surrender to Christ's Lordship so that all creatures are received as spiritual
equals. This willingness to identify with God's creat ures in a spirit of affirmation, acceptance, and service is born out of th e radical accepting love
which we encounter when we experience God in solitude."
By BETTY W. TALBERT
ne of the emp hases of t he spiritual renewa l
movement today is that co ntemp latio n is for
all Chr istians, not j ust for those in religious orders.
But w hat is co nte mplat io n t hat we sho ul d desire it?
He nri No uwen speaks to t his in the parab le of t he
sma ll boy w ho saw a scu lptor hammer ing and c hiseling and c hi ps falli ng all about. W hen he return ed
som e t ime later and found a huge lion wh en~ he had
seen the hunk of marb le before , he ran in amazement to ask the art ist how he had known th ere was a
lion in th e marbl e.
The answer is: 11 1 knew there was a lio n in
th e marb le beca use before I saw the lion in
the marb le I saw him in my own heart. The
secret is that it wa s th e lion in my heart who
recognized the lion in the marble." The
pract ice of contemp lative prayer is the disciplin e by which we beg in to see God in our
heart" (Clowning in Rom e, p . 103).
For Nouw en, prayer is th e vehicle through wh ic h
we Christians co ntact th e God w ithin us. By inviting
God with in us to enter all th at w e are, by becoming
aware of him, and by learning to recognize his presence within us, we are gradually enabled to recog-
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Betty W. Talbert, of Winston-Salem, North Carolina, is currently comp leting a research project on the theolo gy and practice of the various types of
prayer in the history of the Church and their applicability to Christian life
in the present.

nize hi m in t he wo rld outs ide ourse lves. Our func tion is to meet him and make him welcome . H e t hen
recogni zes hi mself in the wor ld beyond us. If w e
have neve r pract iced comtemp lat ive praye r, t here is
wo nder in know ing that there is a w ho le wor ld of
spiritual rea lity awaiting our recognition .
But how do we come to recogn ize God initia lly
and to d istinguish him fr o m the unr eality of the
wor ld? How do w e go about th e process of removin g th e b lindfo ld so that God may see the wor ld
through our eyes? For Nouw en, d istingui shin g God
from unreality
requir es three things: solitud e,
simpli c ity , and obedience.

The Meanings of Solitude
Nouw en uses th e term "so litud e" three ways: as a
time, as an exper ience, and as an att ribut e of character. Solitud e ca n mean a regular time set apa rt for
God into whi c h th e wor ld is not allowed to intrud e.
This regul ar time provides a space in o ur schedu le
w here, in God's loving presence, we are ab le to d ist inguish our tru e self from our false selves. In the
past, Nouwen has devot ed one half day of work
t im e to prayer and co ntemp lat ion. This island of
solitud e in the midst of a busy ro utin e offers an opportunity to distinguish that which is real in the
world from th at which is illusion. He writes: "So litude is the furnace of transformation. Without soli-
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tude we remain victims of our society and continue
to be entangled in the false self" (The Way of the
Heart, p. 25). Nouwen would say to those of us who
seek to be contemplating Christians that we must
keep solitary time a regular part of our schedule
since it offers us an opportunity to recognize God
and to distinguish him from our idols.
Solitude is also an experience with God in which
we come to know in a permanent and life-changing
way that we are deeply loved by God and that it is

"We have to spend time with God exposing our sins and weaknesses to the light of
His love so that we sense we are loved beyond our pretenses. When we encounter
God in such poverty and nakedness, we
discover that we are known and accepted
just as we are."
this love of God for us as individual human persons
which defines our identity. In Out of Solitude
Nouwen writes, "In solitude we can slowly ...
discover in the center of our own self that we are not
what we conquer, but what is given to us .... In solitude we become aware that our worth is not the
same as our usefulness" (p. 22). The solitude experience strips away all our defensive masks. We have
to spend time with God exposing our sins and
weaknesses to the light of his love so that we sense
we are loved beyond our pretenses. When we encounter God in such poverty and nakedness, we
discover that we are known and accepted just as we
are.
As the desert fathers, Nouwen also thought of solitude as a permanent attitude of the heart. It is an act
of surrender to the Lordship of Christ which then becomes a quality of character. If solitude is to serve us
fully, it must be for us a kind of kenosis or self-emptying in which we determine, as did our Lord before
us, to affirm God as the only source of our personhood. About St. Anthony, the father of the desert
solitaries, Nouwen writes:
The shell of his superficial securities was cracked, and the abyss of iniquity was opened up
to him. But he came out of this trial victoriously
not because of his own will power or ascetic
exploits but because of his unconditional
surrender to the Lordship of Jesus Christ.
When he emerged from his solitude people
recognized in him the real "healthy"
man,
whole in body, mind and soul. ... The solitude
which at first required physical isolation had
now become a quality of his heart, an inner
disposition which could no longer be disturbed (The Way of the Heart, p. 19).

4

Nouwen believes that we will have spent enough
time in solitude with Christ in the wilderness only
when we have surrendered to his Lordship and
when our relationship to Christ has become the personal center out of which we operate in our daily
lives. Just as our Lord, we need some lengthy initial
solitude experience to recognize ourselves in God
and then to recognize God within ourselves. Once
that initial solitude experience has become a part of
us, we need daily time alone with God with our
minds still and our hearts open - listening.
Nouwen calls the ability to listen to God regularly
and attentively "obedience,"
for the root of the
word "obedience"
means "to listen." Such active
listening to God in the confidence that if we listen
long and deeply enough, God will speak to us is
Nouwen's second rule of contemplative prayer. But
how do we still our minds before God in order "to
Iisten ?"
"Simplicity," he says, "is the discipline of allowing
God's word to descend from our minds to our
hearts" (Clowning in /fome, p. 106). This concept is
derived from the writings of the Russian father
Theophan the Recluse, who wrote: "To pray is to
descend with the mind into the heart and there to
stand before the face of the Lord, ever present, all
seeing within you." For Nouwen this principle
means
... standing in the presence of God ... at that
point of our being where there are no divisions
or distinctions and where we are totally one.
There God's spirit dwells and there the great
encounter takes place. There heart speaks to
heart, because we stand before the face of the
(The Way of the Heart, p. 76).
Lord ....
In this place of great peace reached through simplicity, Nouwen believes, we can come to recognize
God within us and so open ourselves that he can
recognize himself when we turn our vision back
toward the individuals and events of our world. If
solitude has become so much a part of your character that Christ's love for you and his Lordship are the
only source of your personal identity, if you retreat
daily to listen to God in the simplicity of the prayer
of the heart, then Nouwen would say you still have
one more obstacle to overcome before God can
contemplate his world through your eyes and heart:
attaining poverty of spirit.

Giving Up What Sets Us Apart
Poverty of spirit, i.e., a willingness to identify with
our fellow creatures in persons and in nature, means
that the Christian approaches all creation in the light
of his or her surrender to Christ's Lordship so that all
creatures are received as spiritual equals. Only God,
the Creator, is different. This willingness to identify
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with all God's creatures in a spirit of affirmation, acceptance, and service is born out of the radical accepting love which we encounter when we experience God in solitude:
It is this unconditional and unreserved love for
God that leads to the care for our neighbor,
not as an act which distracts from God or competes with our attention to God, but as an expression of our love for God who reveals himself to us as the God of all people (The Living
Reminder, p. 31).
Therefore, poverty of spirit means that "we realize
that nothing human is alien to us, that the roots of
all conflicts, war, injustice, cruelty, hatred, jealousy,
and envy are deeply anchored in our own hearts"
(With Open Hands, p. 105).
With this recognition comes release and peace,
the awareness that no one is good but God alone,
and the surrender to be just creatures under his
Lordship. Accepting our creaturehood in poverty of
spirit "removes the blindfold"
so that God may
recognize and rejoice in his creation through our
eyes (with Open Hands, p. 103). Nouwen sums up
this way:
When we give up what sets us apart from
others - not just property but also opinion,
prejudices, judgments and mental preoccupations - then we can allow friends as well as
enemies to enter with us into our solitude and
lift them up to God in the midst of the great
encounter. In real solitude there is an unlimited space for others, because there we are
empty and there we can see that, in fact, nobody stands over against us. AN ENEMY IS
AN ENEMY ONLY AS LONG AS WE HAVE
SOMETHING TO DEFEND. But when we have
nothing to hold onto, nothing to protect, nothing to consider exclusively ours, then nobody can be an enemy and then we can, in
fact, recognize in the center of our solitude
that all men and women are brothers and
sisters (Clowning in Rome, p. 31).
Having removed our blindfolds, God creates a
climate in which all of the world - nature, time, and
persons - will gradually open to us and move from
opaqueness
to transparency.
Borrowed
from
Thomas Merton, this concept of the process of contemplation as movement from darkness to vision,
has important
implication
for the Christian's
relationship to the natural world, to time, and to
other -human beings.
Nouwen believes that when we look at nature
with blindfolds off, we come to receive from a
"fellow creature" rather than to exploit "a thing."
When we look at nature receptively and without

grasping intentions, we see it as it really is. This attitude is reflected by Cardinal Newman, who saw
nature as "a veil through which the invisible world is
intimated" (Clowning in Rome, p. 92). St. John of the
Cross wrote that because the Father loved his Son so

"If we have never practiced contemplative
prayer, there is wonder in knowing that
there is a whole world of spiritual reality
awaiting our recognition."
much that he could not bear to have only one image
of his face, he reprinted the image of Christ's face in
every feature of Creation. When viewed with God's
eyes, every flower and leaf bears the visage of the
Son of God. Nouwen points to St. Francis of Assisi as
one through whom God viewed his creation purely
and directly (Clowning in Rome, p. 104). It is told of
St. Francis that near the end of his life he had great
difficulty with his eyes. The only treatment the doctor knew was to cauterize the area of disease with a
hot iron. When the doctor approached Francis with
the iron, his disciples fled the room; but Francis addressed the fire saying, "Brother Fire, I have loved
and valued you all my life because with your
brightness and warmth you glorify God our heavenly
Father. Be gentle to me now." When the brothers
returned to the room, Francis told them that he felt
no pain throughout the entire cauterizing process,
so great was his kinship with the natural force of the
fire. One is reminded of the way in which Jesus is
portrayed in Christian tradition: his union with God
was so close that even the sea responded to his
words.
Through the discipline of contemplative prayer,
Nouwen further believes, our relationship with time
is also transformed. For the Christian whose blind-

ucontemplation
changes time from
chronos
(empty, meaningless time) to
kairos (the now of God's inbreaking) so
that we can begin to relate to time as a pro-duct, like ourselves, of God's loving providence."
fold has been removed, time ceases to be an enemy
and becomes a fellow worker. Contemplation
changes time from chronos (empty, meaningless
time) to kairos (the now of God's inbreaking) so that
we can begin to relate to time as a product, like
ourselves, of God's loving providence. Time is redeemed as we become fellow workers with God in
the work of redemption and recognize God's hand
in all our activities (Clowning in Rome, pp. 96-97).
We can intensify our experience of l<airoseach day
by consciously yielding ourselves to God's Spirit and
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asking him to think, speak, act, and will through us
every moment of the day.

Prayer and Persons
Finally, through the discipline of prayer, even persons gradually become transparent to us. God is
able to recognize and rejoice in himself in those persons we meet in the course of our daily lives. If we
have our blindfolds removed so that we approach
people neither in judgment nor exploitation, they
open to us. But we must avoid "labeling," and we
must remember that God in each of us "sounds
through"
to others continually. This "sounding
through" is Nouwen's way of saying that God within
us gives off more grace than any one of us has within
himself or herself naturally. When we relate from an
attitude of poverty of spirit, all people reveal to us
God's glory within them; and we find more and
more opportunities to love God and to adore him in
interaction with the people we encounter. Thus we
are constantly renewed and refreshened; and as we

journey through kairos each day, Christ walks within
us and beside us and runs to meet us in those whose
paths we cross.
Nouwen is a great admirer of Mother Teresa of
Calcutta, the founder of the Missionaries of Charity,
for whom the idea of relating to God in other persons has become a way of life. The devotional practice of this order enables the Missionaries to see God
so clearly within the dying that fifty percent of those
to whom they minister recover. Nouwen reports
that when he asked Mother Teresa how he could
best pursue his own spiritual pilgrimage she replied,
"Father, spend one hour a day in adoration of the
Lord and don't do anything you know to be wrong
and you will be all right" (The Way of the /-feart, p.
31 ). This advice has become for Nouwen a digest of
his own views on contemplation as a way of life.
Henri Nouwen has written for us a textbook on contemplative prayer, but Mother Teresa speaks both to
him and to us supremely as an example of one who
both lives the rules and loves the Teacher. MISSION

Christian Meditation:
The Welcome of His Spirit

"The welcome of the Spirit within us is the reason for Christian meditation.
It goes hand in hand with an active life of service and imitation of Jesus
Christ, the acting out of his commands in love which is the cause of the act as
well as the substance of the commandment."
By BONNIE BOWMAN THURSTON
he fourteenth chapter of John
Tquestion
of the presence of the

addresses the
Spirit of God.
Jesus is speaking to an immediate situation: the disciples will soon face his death and the resulting
shock of his absence. He consoles them:

If you love me, you will keep my commandBonnie Bowman Thurston is Assistant Professor of English and Humanities
at Bethany College, Bethany, West Virginia.
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ments. And I will pray the Father, and he will
give you another Counselor, to be with you
forever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the
world cannot receive, because it neither sees
him nor knows him; you know him, for he
dwells with you, and will be in you.
I will not leave you desolate; I will come to
you. Yet a little while, and the world will see
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me no more, but you will see me; because I
live, you will live also. In that day you will know
that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I
in you.
John 74:75-20
Jesus makes it clear that God dwells with us and is
in us. Union with Him depends not on physical presence, but on the love which motivates keeping His
commandments. If we love Him, we will obey Him.
And that obedience in love will bring discernment of
truth: "If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and
my Father will love him and we will come to him
and make our home with him" (John 14:24).
By obeying the laws of God, we are guaranteed
the Spirit. The welcome of his Spirit within us is the
reason for Christian meditation. It goes hand in hand
with an active life of service and imitation of Jesus
Christ, the acting out of his commands in love which
is the cause of the act as well as the substance of the
commandment.
Knowledge
of Jesus involves
an awareness of his abiding presence in the inner
chamber of the soul. This presence is the continuation of the life and teaching of Jesus, and it is nurtured by what is known as meditative prayer.
There are a host of ways to talk about meditation.
Many Americans, no doubt, associate it with
obscure Eastern religions or with Transcendental
Meditation.
Psychologists have defined it as a
physiological state of deep relaxation coupled with a
wakeful and highly alert mental state. It is also a
"secular science" which involves measu reable
changes in physiology and neurology. For example,
those who meditate regularly exhibit a lower consumption of oxygen and production of carbon dioxide, a decrease in the rate of respiration, and a
lowered blood pressure. In addition, the heartbeat
of med itators slows on the average of three beats per
minute and the lactate level in the blood (which is
associated with anxiety) drops. (These and other
physical responses were documented by Herbert
Benson, M.D. in his recent best seller, The Relaxation Response- [William Morrow, 1975), to which I
shall return later.) Psychological changes, too, have
been associated with regular meditation. These include lowered anxiety, increased energy and feeling
of well-being, more restful sleep (and decreased
need for sleep), and increased productivity.
While
meditation
interests physiologists and
psychologists, to religious persons it represents an
area of mystery and faith. It is akin to prayer; indeed,
it is a type of prayer, in that, through meditation, we
cast ourselves in faith into the "abyss." As such,
meditation is an invitation and an awaiting an
answer.
We receive all sorts of invitations from the formal
ones (which we run our fingers over to see if they are

really engraved!) to the informal "come and see us
sometime." Meditation is a spiritual or devotional
invitation. It involves preparing a place for the Holy
Spirit within us and awaiting the arrival of God who,
paradoxically, is already there. We wait, listen, and
"do nothing,"
knowing that God in Christ has
already done it all and has "the whole world in His
hands." For a Christian, then, meditation is the
listening side of prayer, a state of pure beholding,
and a love affair between two free agents.
Listening Side of Prayer
Since our worship and prayers are usually based
on words, it is expecially important to learn to be still
and know God. When we listen, we let go of our
own thoughts and allow the other person to talk. A
good listener does not consider what will be said
next, but focuses on the one who is speaking.
When we listen, we create an empty place into
which the Word can be spoken. Thomas Merton
wrote in Thoughts in Solitude that we cannot understand the true value of silence unless "we have a real
respect for the validity of language: for the reality
which is expressible in language is found, face to
face and without medium in silence."
To put the matter another way, what is important
about a cup? Not its shape or color or what it contains, but its emptiness - for that is the space we fill.
It is our own emptiness that God fills when we stop
to listen for Him. "He who is of God hears the word
of God" (John 8:47). Meditation is listening for that
Word which in the beginning was.
State of Pure Beholding
The writer of Genesis records, "And God saw
everything that He had made, and behold, it was
very good" (Gen. 1:31). Creation is not a generic

"For a Christian, meditation is the listening side of prayer, a state of pure beholding, and a love affair between two free
agents."
product, not brand X, but special, the "nationally
advertised brand." We are called to see its excellence by the sightless seeing of our inward eyes
(see Eph. 1:18). We stop in meditation and experience what is already around us: God's love and
the goodness of creation. Theophan the Recluse
said, "The awareness of God shall be with you as
clearly as a toothache." That's pretty clear!
In beholding, in holding in view, we are put in the
way of knowing the Spirit of truth John speaks of.
This state in which I am "doing nothing" but holding
in view the presence of God is the point of total
stability. "It is the point," says Anthony Bloom in
Beginning to Pray, "where all the conflicting ten-

7

AUGUST, 1982

sions meet and are counterbalanced by one another
and are held in the powerful hand of God."
Meditation is the art of being centered in the
"here and now;" there never was, is, or shall be
anything else. One of our hardest tasks is to learn
not to live behind or ahead of ourselves. We must be
constantly reminded that only 60 seconds go by
every minute.
A Love Affair Between Free Agents
The Psalms record a dynamic reality; it moves
toward us as we move toward it. Again, Anthony
Bloom suggests that "prayer is an encounter and a
relationship, ...
and this relationship cannot be
forced either on us or on God." Relationships begin
and develop in freedom, and take time and attention. Sometimes we are angry because God isn't
there (or at least seems not to be). This is frequently
because we have not become properly present to
him first. He is always more present to us than we to
him.
In any case, the point is that we are in relationship
with God because his prior action invites us to join
him in the ongoing act of creation. "We love
because He first loved us" (I John 4:19). Meditation
answers God's invitation with an invitation. It has no
other "point."
To do what seems pointless is always hard for
Americans. We are all great "doers." Along these
lines, we have much to learn from Eastern spirituality. Trungpa, a Tibetan Buddhist, puts it this way:
... the whole idea of meditation is to develop
an entirely different way of dealing with things,
where you have no purpose at all .... meditation is dealing with the question of whether or
not there is such a thing as purpose .... One is
not on the way to somewhere. Or r4ther, one
is on the way and one is also at the destination
at the same time.
This last statement is of the utmost importance to
Christian meditators. To be "on the way" is to "be
there." To put ourselves in mind, heart, and body in
the presence of God cannot be wrong. "Perfect love
casts out fear," and God, we know, is love. That
very un-Buddhist poet John Milton reminds us
"They also serve who only stand and wait." There
can be no fear of failure in this context.
I understand meditation in this way: It is always
right when it is part of a sincere reaching out for or
waiting for God. In meditation we are completely
"off the hook." There is not a right or wrong way to
do it
no objective "quality control" to meet, no
"goal" or experience to reach. If we approach
meditation in the sincere desire to respond in love to
God's great gifts to us, it is probably the only thing
we can do which is always "right."
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There are, then, four simple, practical aspects in
meditation (and here I have borrowed from Herbert
Benson, but amplified and altered his context): a
quiet environment, a comfortable positon, a focus of
attention, and a passive attitude.
A Quiet Environment
To my mind the most dangerous pollutant in our
society is not chemical waste but noise. We have
become a people who literally cannot stand silence.
The minute we get into our cars, we turn on the
radio. Musak helps us shop. Many of us turn on the
TV the moment we get home - and leave it on until
we turn ourselves off at night - and then we awaken
to a radio alarm!
We fill our lives with so much noise that we cut
ourselves off from the true source of companionship
and security, our Lord. We will not find him if our
ears are full and our tongues are constantly in motion. In order to practice meditative prayer we must
practice silence. For many of us, this will be the
hardest spiritual discipline.
Solitude must go hand in hand with silence. One
reason we make so much noise is to convince our-

"I understand meditation in this way: It is
always right when it is part of a sincere
reaching out for or waiting for God. In
meditation we are completely 'off the
hook.' There is not a right or wrong way to
do it - no objective 'quality control' io
meet, no 'goal' or experience to reach."
selves we are not alone. We are afraid that, if
another human being is not present to reflect us to
ourselves, we do not exist. With this attitude, it is little wonder that so rnany marriages fail; the partners
are using each other to gain identity and validity,
and such dependence is doomed to failure.
Solitude is important because it is "useless" time,
time when we are not trying to prove anything to
anybody. Henri Nouwen reminds us that "In
solitude we detach ourselves form the immediate
goal-oriented actions" and learn "not just by the
head but also by the heart." What we learn in
solitude is that the world can go on without us. It is
God, and not our own efforts, who makes things
work.
In meditative prayer what is important is not the
roles we play in society. What is important in meditation is the relationship we affirm with our Creator.
In silence and solitude, as Merton says, we "do not
seek to know about God as though He were an object like other objects which submit to our scrutiny.
... We seek to know God himself .... " In short, we
listen for the God who "dwells with you and will be
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in you" (John 14:17).
.None of us live in sound-proof rooms. Practically
speaking, we will not find completely quiet places in
which to meditate. But quiet is not the absence of
external noise so much as it is an interior sense of
peace alild balance.
A Comfortable Position
Just as we do not need total silence to meditate,
we do not have to be contortionists to experience
the Holy Spirit - for which, Laus Deo! Although I
think the Yogi principle that the mind and heart are
more receptive when the body is free and flowing is
correct, I do not believe I have to put my toe in my
ear to hear God. The point is wholeness. God
created our bodies; and they can assume a variety of
attitudes of prayer, as anyone who has acquaintance
with other religious traditions will affirm.
When you meditate, I suggest you sit in a straight
chair with your feet flat on the floor (crossing the legs
cuts off blood to the feet and causes them to go to
"sleep") and your hands relaxed in your lap. If you
sit "palms up," you assume a traditional position of
supplication or receiving. If your chair is too comfortable, you will go to sleep. That is not bad; it is God
telling you that your body is tired, that you are not
taking care of his gift to you.
A Focus of Attention
I am sorry to report that simply sitting quietly by
yourself is not meditating, especially if your mind is
racing along: "Why did Johnny get an 'Fin math?"
"What will I fix for supper?" "How will we meet the

"You have nothing specific to gain or accomplish in meditation. You are 'resting'
in the presence of the living God."
mortgage payment?" or even "How can we achieve
peace and justice?" We must focus our attention on
God alone and give ourselves completely to that
"activity."
Here we use the senses to go beyond
them.
Close your eyes to cut out distractions; or, if you
must, look at one thing (perhaps a small icon or
cross). Now, breathe deeply and focus on your
breathing. You might want to imagine your breath as
a ribbon you blow out and recall. In order to collect
your thoughts you might want to use a Mantra, a
repeated phrase or sound which you repeat silently
to yourself to block out other thoughts.
CORRECTION - In the July issue we failed to identify
Roger T. Clark, M. D., as director of medical work al
the Center for Medical Mission Training in Guatemala.

One of the most ancient and effective mantras is
the Jesus Prayer: "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,
have mercy on me a sinner" or its abridged version
"Lord have mercy." Or, you may choose a few
words of scripture or liturgy that are particularly
powerful for you ("God is love," "Lighten our
darkness," "World without end," for example). It
helps if the phrase is short so that you can coordinate it with you breathing. Repeat the phrase over
and over to yourself and "listen" to it in your head
until you no longer consciously hear its meaning.
If you can sit without thinking, do so. Don't worry
when your mind wanders; it inevitably will. Just
gently push the thoughts away and return to a focus
on the presence of God. (If you have trouble with
focus there are many books like Lawrence LeShan's
How to Meditate [Little, Brown, 1974) which will be
of help to you.)
A Passive Attitude
As was stated earlier, you have nothing specific to
gain or accomplish in meditation. You are "resting"
in the presence of the living God. The hardest thing
of all seems to be for us to let go of "striving" and to
allow what is already all around us to hold us in its
matrix. God might visit you with voices or visions,
but you must not expect it or think that meditation
causes such phenomena. Meditation is not to
manipulate God into doing something. It is to invite
Him into the heart, to give back what has always
been his. The sincere desire to return to God is
always "right," no matter what else may happen in
the course of your experiences with meditative
prayer.
All you need do to meditate, then, is to do it. Set
aside time daily; ten or fifteen minutes is enough at
first. Sit quietly and comfortably and breathe deeply.
Focus your attention on the presence of God around
you without trying to accomplish anything or "feel"
anything or gain anything. Instead of being intent on
all the things you normally do, of thinking all the
things you normally think, simply assurne the attitude that "I am in God's presence."
Conclusion
Christian meditation is one way we can realize the
promises of John 14. We are not without comfort for
he dwells in us, a Spirit of truth. If we love him and
keep his commandments,
he is available in
moments of meditation: "I will come to you" (John
14:28). Although the book of Zechariah deals with
political questions, the vision of the prophet speaks
to us who wait for God in meditation: "Sing and rejoice oh daughter of Zion; for lo, I come and I will
dwell in the midst of you, says the Lord" (2:10).
------------------MISSION
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Those Shifting, Singing Psalms

"Although these poets may have lived a long time ago, the emotions they explored and reflected are still the common stock of Man, timeless and ubiquitous. Rage is still rage; awe is still awe; and love is, of course, still love."
By GEORGE CARR
ust about 3,000 years ago, even before Homer
sang to his Greek audiences, poet-singers practiced a similar music in the golden days of Israel.
Whereas The Iliad and The Odyssey are long, epic
sagas, the Psalms generally are shorter, more odelike, and lyrical. There are further contrasts between
the poetry of the two peoples, as far apart in some
ways as the East is from the West. But there has
never been a poetry more truly expressive than that
found in our heritage of Old Testament Psalms. Emotions leap from the pages - all kinds of emotions.
Nowhere else in the Bible do we find the gamut of
blood-stirred feelings that we find in this ancient
Hebrew poetry.
In many cases, especially in the shorter Psalms, a
single emotional mood is maintained throughout.
Others, however, show a positive shift, sometimes
even several changes, in a single Psalm. Indeed,
almost every Psalm, even of the most unified tone,
reflects emotional shadings.
For example, this shifting of mood occurs in many
Psalms where Jehovah is first visualized as terrible,
and, to the non-Israelite, terrifying. But when he is
"ours," though still terrible, he is seen as benign.
The forty-eighth Psalm is a good example of this
type. Feelings of astonishment, panic, trembling,
and anguish (vv. 4-8) are far different emotions from
the "joy of all the earth," which is induced by God's
holy mountain (vv. 1-2). Presumably the "joy" here
reflects admiration of "the earth" at such splendor,
or at least admiration of the Hebrews and then imputed by them to the peoples of the earth. Other-
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wise, why the terror of the kings? For when they saw
it, they were astounded and panic-stricken (v. 5). Is
such joy and terror at the same time believable?
Of course, it would probably never have occurred
to the Hebrew poet that there was any sort of contradiction in a joy AND a terror at the thought of
God. These different faces of an emotion, so contradictory to Western thinking, have perhaps contributed to the watered-down grandfatherly God imaged
by many Christians. Mercy should not imply softness, and love can demand some very painful and
stern behavior from the beloved. It is a tragedy that
many Christians still insist on only a saccharine
Jesus, as though Love himself could ever be merely
docile and doting.
But it is not just twentieth century minds that seek
simple categories, clear distinctions between black
and white. Perhaps it began with the Greeks. Certainly Hebrew thought patterns are more typically
Oriental, and, in a sense, much more complex. The
ancient Hebrew poet was not as contradictory with
his emotions as first glance suggests. He may have
sensed that joy and terror are merely two faces of
the same thing. Even the Greeks realized this; and it
was expressed, for example, in the Dionysian
revelries.
The twenty-fifth Psalm is another splendid example of shifting emotions. This glorious song has a
note not seen in the Psalms as often as one might expect: contrition. "Pardon my guilt for it is great" (v.
11). The twenty-fifth starts with a familiar plaint: the
soul beseeching God not to permit its enemies to
shame the singer but rather to let the enemies be
"ashamed" (v. 3). In 4-7 there is an humble implor-
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ing, including "Remember not the sins of my
youth." Job's complaint comes to mind: "For thou
writest bitter things against me, and makest me inherit the iniquities of my youth" (Job 13:26).
Then the Psalm moves (vv. 8-10) into a val!ey between the emotional peaks and uses this quiet pause
simply to describe God and His beneficence. And
then the sudden cry of contrition, "Pardon my guilt,
for it is great" (v. 11), especially poignant because of
its brevity, and gone just as suddenly as it appeared.
Sometimes in the Psalms, the poet bursts into a
sudden ecstatic emotion (as Job cried, "For I know
that my Redeemer liveth"), just as if some force outside himself wrings an emotion out of his being that
normally lies too unutterably deep for him to express, even in the exaltation of song. Pagan poets attributed such force to a Muse. Christians today know
it as divine inspiration.
The Psalmist then moves away from the first burst
of his contrition, but echoes the feeling in the final
two stanzas (vv. 16-18). The emotion is not, perhaps,
as intense as that first lark-like outburst of the heart;
but the poetry is as beautiful as the Psalms can produce:
Turn thou to me, and be gracious to me;
for I am lowly and afflicted.
Relieve the troubles of my heart,
and bring me out of my distresses.
Consider my affliction and my trouble,
and forgive all my sins.
The poet's suffering is evident. The emotion is clear,
and - for a moment at least - resplendently free of
the hatred and vengeance motifs so often seen. And

even when the foes are mentioned (v. 19), it is more
to seek pity and protection than to invoke anathema
on the enemy. Then the penultimate thought, which
in a sense typifies this entire sublime Psalm: "For I
wait for thee" (v. 21).
These two briefly considered Psalms are more or
less typical ones. Even here we see, or experience,
some of the pinnacles of human expression. Although these poets may have lived a long time ago,
the emotions they explored and reflected are still the

"It would probably never have occurred to
the Hebrew poet that there was any sort of
contradiction in a joy AND terror at the
thought of God. These different faces of an
emotion, so contradictory to Western
thinking, have perhaps contributed to the
watered-down grandfatherly God imaged
by many Christians."
common stock of Man, timeless and ubiquitous.
Rage is still rage; awe is still awe; and love is, of
course, still love. Yet somehow the Psalms, more
than any other lyric poetry known, have about them
a numinous spirit that tells us more of Israel and her
God than is contained in the mere words, although
the language itself
even in translation
is some of
the noblest the world has known.
As the eternally shifting sands of some wild desert,
the Psalms flicker with the play of emotional light
and shadow, motif to motif, evanescent and encyclopedic, mysterious as the Orient, yet occasionally
as hearty as a Western handshake.
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A
Triad
of
Gifts

Imagination
I took my imagination for a walk.
It chuckled, it gurgled, and rolled around in sheer delight.
Too long had I locked it into the closets of my mind.
Like a bruised and battered child,
it screamed, it whimpered, and finally,
it withdrew into itself,
to sit there
brooding.
It had had enough.
It was tired of the few crumbs thrown its way
when an assignment required just a little of it.
It was tired of being cooped up, cramped,
shut away from the light,
squeezed out by the necessity of seriousness.
It had had enough.
Suddenly, it revolted.
It flooded my mind;
there was no escape.
It billowed forth as a sail,
blotting out the professor,
rearranging the world,
going to faraway places.
I could no longer control it;
instead, it controlled me.
It took me and shook me,
demanding freedom and exercise;
and so,
I took my imagination for a walk.
It showed me the world is beautiful.
It showed me what could be done to help.
It showed me things I had never thought of before.
It showed me itself,
turning outward,
growing, expanding.
It showed me what I had been missing.

It showed me another way.

Jens Holley is a graduate student in the
School of Library Science, University
of North Carolina Chapel Hill.
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love

Faith

I took my love for a walk.
Unlike my imagination,
it was scared, hesitant,
yet curious.
It, too, had been shut away,
growing musty and green from the lack of light.
In the unaccustomed brightness,
the greenish pallor took on a richer, redder hue.
It felt itself growing stronger.

I took my faith for a walk.
It was scared.
It cried and whimpered,
burying its head to avoid the light.
It had not the strength of imagination,
nor the courage and curiosity of love.

It took a few faltering steps.
It was scared;
yet was trying to adapt.
It was afraid,
yet pleased by the new environment.
It looked around wondering what to do.
Then, it took my hand.
It showed me that the world is beautiful.
It showed me things I had never thought of before.
It showed me itself,
turning outward,
growing, expanding.
But it showed me more than that.
It showed me myself:
it showed me both my imperfections
and my strong points.
It showed me an honest evaluation of myself,
forcing me to actually look at ME.
It showed me who I was and where I was going.

It liked the closet,
fee Ii ng support and gathering strength
from the close confines and narrow spaces
allotted to it.
It felt naked in the broad light
and tried to run back inside my mind,
to shut itself up once more in the darkness.
I wouldn't let it.
I couldn't let it!
It meant too much to let it go.
I took my faith by the hand.
I showed it what could be done to help.
1 showed it how to be curious and courageous.
I showed it what it was and where it was going.
I showed it an honest evaluation of itself.
It was so weak in so many places;
and yet,
It had its strong points too.
showed it what it means to be alive
It showed it how to be itself,
turning outward,
growing, expanding.

It too, showed me another way.
I took my faith by the hand,
and together
we walked down the new way.
- Jens Holley
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Consider
!he))lies

By BILL LOVE

Among the many profound and wonderful mysteries of the creation story are these words: "And the
Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden; and
there he put the man whom he had formed." The
original Gardener provided not merely the necessities of our existence; he also surrounded us with life
and beauty. We need more than food and clothing;
we need also to see that which is alive, growing, and
beautiful. We need to see the Creator at work in all
of his magnificent power, creating the most delicate
and exquisite flower
that to which even Solomon
in his $500 suits could not hold a candle. We need
to see beauty so intricately wrought that no human
being could create it, so delicate that we cannot
even touch it without destroying its loveliness.
We city-dwellers need sometimes to go out of our

way to see what God creates. As Walter Russell
Bowie wrote:
One of the sins which the so-called civilization
of our modern cities commits against the souls
of people is that in their drab deserts of brick
and stone so often there have been no gardens; and one of the signs of our awakening
is the increasing movement to make space for
parks and to plant trees and flowers there.
Our Lord, for sorne good reason, encouraged us
to "consider the lilies - how they grow." Evidently
we do not "find ourselves" by constantly gazing
upon ourselves. We need to take time to smell the
roses, to appreciate their beauty, and to get
acquainted with their Maker.

Father, open our eyes to your creative power in the beauty of creation about us.
Help us to see your majesty as much in the smallest flower as in the starry
heavens and the rolling seas. Grant us the firm assurance of your continuing
presence in our lives and of your power to create that which is beautiful within
us. In Jesus Christ we pray. Amen.

l3ill Love is preaching minister of the Bering Drive Church of Christ,
Houston, Texas.
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Batse/1Barrett Baxter
- A Personal Memory

"What the world needs today is a leader - an embodiment of an ideal by
which we may all pattern our thinking and living. But who in all the world is
big enough and noble enough to be our pattern, our leader, our ideal? Christ
is that leader, Christ is that ideal! His teachings set the standards by which we
can learn to live together in peace."
By PRENTICEA. MEADOR, JR.
When invited to write this article on Batsell Barrett
Baxter, I knew that there would be no way that I
could be objective. I shall leave to future scholars
objectivity about this man, his sermons, and his life
of service. They will have a wealth of material with
which to work - video tapes, audio tapes, manuscripts, sermon outlines, and thousands of people
who could give personal testimony concerning his
impact on their lives.
During the thirty-one years that I knew Baxter, our
families were extremely close. I remember that
Batsell and Wanda talked to my parents about rearing Scott, Alan, and John if some terrible tragedy
should suddenly take them from their beloved sons.
In the latest volume of Preachers of Today, Batsell
listed dad as one of his two references regarding his
ministry. Over the years, I grew to love, trust and in
many ways follow this good man whom I first knew
in my childhood.
What I have chosen to share with you are ten days
in the life of Batsell Barrett Baxter. These were not
only ten days in his life; they were also ten days in
my own life. These ten days form a metaphor of the
personal relationship I had with him. They tell us
very much about the man and form a small part of
the thirty-one year personal memory I have of him.
Prentice A. Meador, Jr. is minister of the South National Church of Christ,
Springfield, Missouri and University Lecturer at Southwest Missouri State
University.

January21, 1951
This was the first time that I heard Batsell Barrett
Baxter preach. Before television became such a
powerful part of our lives, millions of Americans
listened to the "Church of the Air." This program
was carried throughout the nation by the Columbia
Broadcasting
System and featured
prominent
spokesmen of various religious groups. When it
came time for a person to speak from the churches
of Christ, they selected Batsell Barrett Baxter, then
Head of the Department of Speech and Homiletics
at David Lipscomb College and minister of the Trinity Lane Church of Christ. This sermon was presented live from the West End Church of Christ in
Nashville. Music was produced by a chorus of 150
voices made up of volunteers from the many congregations of the church in Nashville. Leorl'ard Kirk
led the chorus and H. Clyde Hale, minister of the
West End Church, led the opening and closing
prayers. E.H. Ijams of the Central Church directed
the entire broadcast. I remember something of the
high expectation and excitement as our family went
home from worship at Hillsboro, had lunch, and
prepared to listen in the early Sunday afternoon to
Baxter's nationwide address. He delivered a sermon
entitled "The Churches of Christ Salute You" in
which he urged a// to follow Jesus Christ.
What the world needs today is a leader - an
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embodiment of an ideal by which we may all
pattern our thinking and living. But who in all
the world is big enough and noble enough to
be our pattern, our leader, our ideal? Christ is
that leader, Christ is that ideal! His teachings
set the standards by which we can learn to live
together in peace. It was the Apostle John who
said, "If we walk in the light, as He is in the
light, we have fellowship with one another"
(I John 1 :7). The millions of watches in America
can be brought into agreement with each other
by the simple expedient of adjusting each to be
in agreement with the master clock at the
Naval Observatory. The thinking of all men
can be brought into agreement by the simple
expedient of letting the life and teachings of
Jesus serve as a universal standard. As we learn
to think with Christ, we shall think with one
another.
In his own special style, Baxter appealed to the
American people to "let Christ guide their thinking"
as he explained how people became followers of
Christ in the New Testament.
Following his sermon, I remember how proud and
happy I felt to have heard such an able and touching
presentation of Jesus Christ. Baxter's presentation
made me as a new Christian feel very glad to be a
follower of Jesus Christ.
June 3, 1951
On this day, Batsell Barrett Baxter preached his
first sermon for the Hillsboro Church of Christ,
where our family worshiped. Having graduated in
1937 from Abilene Christian University, Baxter
received his Masters Degree (Fall, 1938) and his
Ph.D. (1944) in Speech from the University of
Southern California. He began preaching in May,
1933. So Baxter brought to the Hillsboro pulpit excellent training in public speaking and almost 20
years of experience in preaching. He served the
Hillsboro Church from 1951-1980 with the exception of one three-year period beginning in 1970. In
1980, he retired from the pulpit and was appointed
an elder of the Hillsboro Church. On the day of his
first sermon at Hillsboro, Baxter preached to a large
and expectant audience at the 11:00 worship. As a
highly impressionable seventh grader, I remember
the impact of Baxter's fluent delivery, his quiet style,
and his rich insight into the Scripture. On that day,
he launched a very influential ministry with the
Hillsboro Church. Over the next several years the
church would increase in numbers and in spirit as it
heard such sermons as "More Than the Letter" (July
18, 1954), "Neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jew"
(August 1, 1954), "Blessed Assurance" (July 29,
1956), "The God Everybody Worships" (February
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23, 1958), "The Power of A New Love" (September
28, 1958), "Substituting An Hour of Worship For A
Week of Righteous Living" (May 31, 1964), "Quiet
Courage" (August 23, 1964), "When The Pressures
Were Strongest" (March 10, 1968) and many more.
Batsell Barrett loved preaching and it was very evident to all who heard him.
July 24, 1954
On this particular Saturday afternoon, Batsell sat
down with me in the quietness of his Hillsboro
Office and counseled me regarding my personal
future. I had just presented my first sermon at the
Marrowbone Church of Christ in Middle Tennessee.
Baxter invited me to his office where he presented
me with a very special gift - a Minister's Record
Book with the inscription "With the hope that this

book will help you in the great work of preaching",
signed Batsell Barrett Baxter. This was the first of
many conversations which I would have with this
man of God through the years to come.
It strikes me that at a time when he was busy in so
many different important activities he also became
available to me. His quiet caring attitude, his ability
to listen, and his respect for my personal freedom
made him a confidant for many years. From that
time forward, every major decision which I would
make I would call upon his wise counsel. And I
would not be the only one who would seek his personal advice, for many looked to him for personal insight and counsel.
September 24, 1957
On this Tuesday morning, I took my first class
under Batsell Barrett Baxter. The course was entitled
"Later Hebrew History" and would be followed that
year with "The Epistles of Paul" and "The General
Letters in Revelation."
Baxter loved Christian education and particularly
David Lipscomb College. He served as Professor of
Speech and Bible at Lipscomb, 1945-56, and was
named Chairman of the Bible Department in 1957.
In heavy demand by students for Bible classes, Baxter taught courses in "Christian Evidences," the lectures of which he later turned into a volume entitled,
I Believe Because. Many of us who were studying to
be ministers owe much of our training to Baxter's
courses: "Preparation and Delivery of Sermons"
and "Practical Aspects of Preaching." As a professor, Baxter presented well organized lectures with
strong supporting evidence for the ideas which he
presented. I remember his deep love for students,
his terrific sense of humor, and especially tears that
would come to his eyes as he would be moved by
some particular passage in the Bible.
Batsell Barrett Baxter loved Christian education
and especially his students.
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July 1, 1960

On this Friday evening, Baxter performed mine
and Barbara's wedding ceremony. Out of a wealth
of teachers and preachers who loved both of us,
Barbara chose Baxter. He spent time with us prior to
this evening talking with us about marriage and family life. He strongly believed that a marriage built
upon the person of Jesus Christ has the most secure
foundation and the best opportunity for the future.
Barbara and I felt a special interest from Batsell and
Wanda. As he guided us in taking our marriage
vows, we committed ourselves to make our Jove for
each other and our children a top priority in our life.
Over more than the next twenty years, we would
have many conversations and meals with Batsell and
Wanda on our trips to Nashville. They always took
time to relive the joy of July 1, 1960.

April 10, 1977
On this particular Easter Sunday morning, Baxter
preached at both the 8:30 and 11 :00 worship services. At both services, large crowds overflowed the
building to hear a very personal and touching sermon entitled "What Christ Has Meant In My Life.
I've learned a long time ago that you pray to
the Lord and then leave your affairs in His
hands. It's a dozen years ago that I had that
bout with a malignancy. And in that crucial
time in my life, I learned not to depend on
tomorrow.
I thought I would never preach
again. It was a full-blown malignancy, operable, and I remember praying, "Lord, I don't
know whether it is best for me to get well or
not. Thy Will will be done. If it can be thy Will,
I would like to live for my families' sake. My
boys are still young. I would like to live for
work's sake. But Lord, I leave it in thy hands."
I just don't know how to tell you how much
comfort it brings in all the affairs since just to
say, "Lord, thy Will will be done." I do know
that when we leave our affairs in His hands,
there is a comfort, a peace of mind ....
The
worst thing that can happen to you is wonderful - you just die and go to Heaven. How
wonderful it is to be a Christian ....
A hushed and moved audience listened reverently
to the personal faith of a Christian man battling
cancer.
It was on that same morning at our Bible study
period that the humanity and humor of Baxter really
revealed themselves. At the 10:00 Bible study
period, I interviewed Baxter regarding the evidence
for a Christian's belief that Jesus is God's Son. Bax·
ter, in an effort to build a strong case for the historicity of Jesus, made the following faux pas and wasn't
even aware of it:

BAXTER:

We know who was governor. Quirinius
was governor. We know that He made a
trip to Egypt when He was a baby. Came
back and was reared in Nashville. Now
these are objective facts. Now there was
a time ....
(interruption)
MEADOR: You said Nashville. You meant Nazareth.
(laughter) Lots of people picked up on
that. (laughter)
BAXTER: I didn't do that! You know I didn't!
(laughter) If I appear to be blushing a little
bit, I am. (laughter) Well, he was not
reared at Nashville, but at some other
place. (laughter) There are some light
moments aren't there?
Yes, Baxter's life was filled with some light moments - his love of a good story, his trips to the ice
cream shop, his enjoyment of practical jokes, and
his own ability to laugh at himself. Not only did he
know how to cry, he knew how to laugh.

October 28, 1978
On this Saturday afternoon, Baxter had completed
a Herald of Truth special produced in Springfield,
Missouri. Even though he knew that he would be
having cancer surgery within two days, he wanted to
come to Springfield to complete this particular program for the Herald of Truth. We made our way to
my office where he lay down on a small couch. He
asked that I not turn on the lights. I sat and listened.
He was tired, sick, and wanted to talk. He talked
about some of the great loves of his life - Hillsboro

"The funeral service was a celebration of
his life which was lived in faith and of the
magnificent hope which was his through
the resurrection of Christ."
Church and its future, David Lipscomb College and
its future, and the great ministry of the Herald of
Truth. For almost two hours, we talked, cried, laughed, and prayed. In this special moment, not in front
of audiences nor television cameras, Baxter bared
his soul and what came forth was both his humanity
and his deep spirituality. As he talked about dying
and death, it was clear that he did not want to die
because of his love of his family and his work. But if
it was God's Will, then he would accept it. I drove
him to the airport. He flew on to Nashville, preached the next day, and on Monday entered the
hospital for treatment.
February 101 1981
On this particular Tuesday, I taped a Herald of
Truth television program with Baxter in Dallas,
Texas. A regular speaker on Herald of Truth Radio
and Television program si nee 1960, Baxter had be-
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come a well known figure in mass media. Heard on
more than 500 radio stations and seen on 91 U.S. TV
stations, Baxter saw the Herald of Truth as the way
of bringing the message of Christ into major U.S.
population
centers. Working
alongside Harold
Hazelip and Joe Barnett, Baxter took the Herald of
Truth ministry very seriously.
Before the taping session on a program entitled
"Depression,"
we sat down and Baxter carefully
briefed me on how we could best use our time. We
talked about certain questions that people have regarding depression, its causes, symptoms, and cure.
We discussed certain Biblical characters who went
through depression, men like Elijah and David.
When we began video taping, Baxter was organized,
communicative, thoughtful, and very fluent. He had
the ability to look into the lens of the television
camera and to imagine that he was talking to only
one person. His penetrating eyes and kind spirit
marked his delivery. In the very middle of the program, the technician stopped us for just a few minutes. A man who knew Baxter came on the set and
they talked very personally for a number of minutes.
Later, he told me of his deep appreciation for this
man - a man who was dying of cancer. I returned to
Springfield a couple of days later knowing that I had
participated in a special moment, one from which I
would learn a great deal.
In October, 1981, Baxter taped his final broadcast
for the Herald of Truth Television Ministry. In all of
my conversations with Clois Fowler, Randy Becton,
and others who worked with the Herald of Truth, it
is very evident that Batsell Barrett Baxter loved the
Herald of Truth Ministry with all of his heart.
August 16, 1981
This was a very special Sunday morning at the
Hillsboro Church. Having just delivered a sermon to
the congregation, I presented a copy of my new
book of sermons to Batsell Barrett Baxter. I dedicated the book to him with the inscription "To Batsell
Barrett Baxter whose influence upon my preaching
has been profound."
Although Baxter wrote the
Foreward to the volume, he did not know that the
book was being dedicated to him.
On the previous day, Baxter and I had spent some

time discussing a number of very personal things. So
when I called him to the podium to present a copy
of the book to him, he responded, "You know
yesterday we spent two and a half hours together,
and he never did mention this to me." Twenty-two
sermons, all preached at the South National Church,
comprise the volume entitled Sermons For Today. I
concluded in the Preface, "Because of his deep influence on my preaching, the sermons in this
volume bear his mark" (p. xi).
April 2, 1982
It was a cloudy, windy morning as our family arrived at the Hillsboro building for the funeral of Batsell
Barrett Baxter. We arrived an hour early and saw
people from thorughout the nation begin to pour
into the building. Baxter himself had planned
the service. He wanted congregational
singing
and the overflow audience sang "When We Walk
With The Lord," "O To Be Like Thee," "A Mighty
Fortress Is Our God," and "My Faith Looks Up To
Thee." The service was a celebration of his life
which was lived in faith and of the magnificent
hope which was his through the resurrection of
Christ.
I had only wept a little until the service. But while
singing "My Faith Looks Up To Thee", my mind
turned back to many instances of this good man's
struggle to be the kind of person Christ wanted him
to be. Through it all, his faith looked to Christ. As we
left the church building, it began to rain. I knew that
I, like many others, would miss my friend very
much. But I rejoice that I was so privileged to have
many days which also intersected with the days of
Batsell Barrett Baxter.
Perhaps, the elders of the Hillsboro Church said it
best:
As we look back, each with our special memories of him, our hearts are thankful that he
labored among us for thirty years - and served
us as minister, elder, and fellow Christian.
The world in which we live is a better place
because of him and the glory of heaven shines
brighter because we look forward to seeing
him there someday. He showed us the way.
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Do your friends a favor!
On the enclosed card, send us names and addresses
of
your friends who would enjoy Mission Journal. We will
send them a sample copy and an invitation to subscribe.
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The Way of the Heart

"from the wealth of experience and tradition which they place before us,
these men challenge us to find our own way into the Holy so that our own
spirits may be expanded and renewed by a deep and daily-developing life of
prayer in God."
By BETTY W. TALBERT
n response to the spiritual renewal which is curI rently
sweeping the religious world, a number
of authors, among them Henri Nouwen, Kenneth
Leech, and George Maloney, are challenging Christian ministers and lay persons of all religious groups
to devote the energy and discipline necessary to
develop a personal life of prayer and devotion. Our
times provide an optimum opportunity for undertaking such a spiritual pilgrimage. Large numbers of
Christians are hungry to know more about God and
the experience of his presence. At the same time the
leaders of the spiritual life movement, both Protestant and Catholic, are energized by a new openness
to learn from one another's traditions. Since Vatican
II, Roman Catholic theologians have reflected a new
interest in Scripture study and in applying the insights of the Early Church Fathers to the spiritual
lives of contemporary Christians. Protestant thinkers, who have always valued the Scriptures, are exploring the insights of Traditon (especially the relevance of the experience of eminent Christians, both
Protestant and Roman Catholic) and the sacramental
understanding of life as resources to bring a new
depth of experience into their own lives and the
lives of the members of their congregations.
Betty Talbert is affiliated with the Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation in
Washington, D.C. and is involved in a ministry of lecturing, retreat and
small-group leadership, and writing.

Nouwen, a Roman Catholic priest with a background in Pastoral Counseling, gains his perspective
from Scripture and the Desert Fathers and Mothers
of the fourth century. Leech, an Anglican, values
especially the Sacraments of the Church as a way of
understanding the development of the personal
spiritual life. Maloney, a Jesuit, combines a well
trained intellect, deep personal piety, and a life rich
in religious experience. From the wealth of experience and tradition which they place before us,
these men challenge us to find our own way into the
Holy so that our own spirits may be expanded and
renewed by a deep and daily-developing
life of
prayer in God.

Henri Nouwen and the Journey into the Holy
Let us look first at the insights Henri Nouwen offers us. A large proportion of the books written
about spiritual renewal in this country in the last ten
years have either been written by or had introductions written by Henri Nouwen. Nouwen's personal
life and his reflections upon his experience have
served as a catalyst for renewal in this country. His
books are evocative for the reader, i.e., his gift is to
take a few key insights about Christian spirituality
and relate them in such a way that the reader begins
to desire to begin his own spiritual pilgrimage. One
of Nouwen's greatest charms is the utter vulnerabil-
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ity with which he describes his own struggles to travel "the way of the heart." Because he believes that
the event in life which is most deeply personal is the
very event which offers the most penetrating insight
into the human heart, he offers himself as a guide
and mentor to those who are being drawn by God to
deepen their personal relationships with him.·
In The Genesee Diary: Report from a Trappist Monastery (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1976),
Nouwen describes his personal spiritual odyssey. In
June, 1974, he entered a Trappist Monastery in New
York State for a six-month sabbatical. Nouwen
brought with him to the Abbey questions about his
vocation to the priesthood and his effectiveness as a
counselor and teacher. A Christian by profession
and vocation, he found himself less and less certain
about his relationship to God. With a bad case of
burn-out he entered the monastery by special permission to try to get his bearings.
The Diary is a painfully honest day-to-day account
of the search to find God once more within the depths of his own heart. Because his struggles with pride
and ambition, selfishness and small-mindedness mirror the temptations we all experience, his book is
more than one man's struggle to regain his faith. The
Genesee Diary is a book of hope for all Christians

"To pray is to walk into the full light of
God, and to say simply, without holding
back, 'I am a man and you are God!"
who in mid-life seek to learn once more how to be
"in the world" without being "of the world." When
Nouwen left the monastery in December, 1974, he
brought back into the secular world those insights
and disciplines of the monastery which had brought
true renewal to his spirit. Most of the books which
he has written since 1974 have been designed to
make those insights and disciplines available to the
larger Christian community.
With Open Hands (Notre Dame: Ava Maria Press,
1972) is a series of brief essays with accompanying
photographs about approaching life with openness
and vulnerability. This volume has special appeal on
college campuses, perhaps because Nouwen wrote
and produced it in conjunction with his students.
The discernments of this volume are universal. At
the heart of the theology of the essays is Nouwen's
observation that "no one is good except God." All
created persons stand together under the judgment
of God but open to one another. He writes in "Prayer and Compassion":
To pray is to walk into the full light of God, and
to say simply, without holding back, "I am a
man and you are God." At that moment, conversion occurs, the restoration of the true re-
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lationship ....
For in prayer you not only profess that man is man and God is God but also,
that your neighbor is your fellowman, that is,
a man alongside you.
Nouwen's other essays deal with "Prayer and
Silence," "Prayer and Acceptance,"
"Prayer and
Hope,"
and "Prayer and Revolution."
Here
Nouwen demonstrates for us with words and pic-

"Nouwen's gift of appropriating to himself
the disciplines of solitude, silence, and
prayer inspire his readers to draw near the
ancient teachers of the Church that their
experiences may speak to us."
tu res how to respond to all aspects of life, as did our
Lord, with openness and vulnerability to God and to
each other.
In The Way of the Heart: Desert Spirituality and
Contemporary Ministry (New York: Seabury Press,
1981) Nouwen points out that the roots of his
spirituality lie not only in his experience but in the
insights of those fourth century Christians who temporarily deserted culture in order to find themselves
in God. Nouwen's gift of appropriating to himself
the disciplines of solitude, silence, and prayer inspires his readers to draw near these ancient
teachers of the Church that their experiences may
speak to us.
The essay on "solitude" suggest that time spent
alone with God enables the Christian to escape the
social compulsions of the world. Nouwen uses the
example of St. Anthony, the first desert father, who
withdrew from the world for twenty years of
solitude. Upon his return his disciples sensed that
Anthony had become an "authentically
healthy
man." Our times of solitude also offer the contrast
from routine through which we can determine what
is healthy and real in our own world. For Nouwen,
"Solitude is the furnace of transformation. Without
solitude we remain victims of our society and continue to be entangled in the illusions of the false
self."

leech's Invitation to Spirituality
Kenneth Leech is an Anglican priest whose concern with spiritual direction grew out of his pastoral
response to the wave of spiritual renewal which has
been occuring in England since the late 1960s. Soul
Friend: The Practice of Christian Spirituality (San
Francisco: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1977)
represents Leech's effort to propose spiritual direction as a way to develop and enhance the religious
life of Christians who have been touched by this recent movement of the Spirit. Until recently, spiritual
direction was confined largely to those in religious
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orders. Soul Friend shows how Protestant m in isters
and even insightful lay persons may offer spir itual
guidance to th e Chri sti an co mmunity at large .
In one chapter Leech gives a brief overv iew of
spirit ual direction
in churc h history. Another
chapte r is devoted to examinin g ways of modifying
the trad ition for the needs of the co ntemporary
Chr istian . A third c hapter enab les the reader to distinguish between the functions of pastoral cou nseling and of spir itual direction. The final chapter traces
historica lly how various types of Christ ian prayer
have functioned to promote spiritua l growth. There
is also a helpfu l appe ndix in wh ich Leech exp lores
the va lue of t he Rite of Reconciliation (Conf ession)
for the process of spi ritu al growt h.
In True Prayer : An In vitation to Chri stian Spiritu alit y (San Francisco: Harper and Row, publ ishers,
1980), Leec h expands the ideas abo ut p rayer presented in Sou l Friend. He relates prayer to grow ing
into persona l relations hi p w ith God, developing
Christ ian sanct ity (Ho lin ess), relating to the world
(Pol itics), repe nt anc e and co nf ession of sin
(Penitence), persona lity deve lopment (Confli ct) and
to the stages of the spiri tual lif e (Progress). Leech
br ings to hi s di scussion a variety of pastora l exper ience, a broad knowledge of the hi story of spirit ual ity, and an ab ility to use Scriptu re in problem solv in g. V iew ing life in sacrame ntal terms, he believes, makes a d ifference in. our und ersta ndin g of
the life in Christ.

Maloney and the Practice of Spirituality
George Ma loney's spec ial gift is hi s ent hu siasm for
the lif e of prayer and his own experimenta l

knowledge of the various forms of its express io n . In
In w ard Still ness (Denv ill e, New Jersey: Dimension

Books, 1976), M aloney exp lores ways to deve lop a
lif e of prayer wh ic h is powerfu l enou gh to radiate
through all the facets of life . Basically a "how to"
book, Inw ard Stilln ess demonstrates the function
and techniques of many traditiona l forms of Chri stian spir itual practice: the prayer of the heart, t he gift
of tears, ce nter in g praye ~ and night vigils among
others.
In the Prayer of the H eart (Notre Dame : Ave Maria
Press, 1981), M aloney takes one form of th e lif e of
prayer - h esyc h asm or the prayer of th e heart - and
traces in each c hapte r a d imens ion of spiri tua lity
which relates to this form of prayer. U sing t he back gro und of t he prayer of the heart in Script ure and
Tradit ion, he advocates h esyc hasm as the way a
modern Chri stian can pray without ceasing . His perceptiveness has enab led him not only to take th is
form of prayer, first made popu lar in the Eastern
Chur c h, and make it accessib le to Western Christians
but also to involv e others in its spiritu al
benefits.
If Nouwen's books evoke interest in exp loring the
prayer of th e heart and Leech relates how t hi s form
of prayer has traditiona lly functioned for those pra ct icin g it th rough out C hri stian hi story, Maloney lov ingly teaches us how to pray the prayer , how to
c hange our lif esty les to bring them in harmony w ith
prayer, and how c han ges occur within our spirit s
from the pract ice of the prayer. Nouwen arouses our
interest in the spiritu al disc ip li nes. Leec h shows both
the ir funct ions in histo ry and their app licat ions today . Ma loney teaches us to practice them.

Books That Shaped the Church: Part Eleven
S. Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling
By EVERETTFERGUSON
0re n Kierkegaard (1813-1855) was a Dan ish phiS
losopher whose writings are associated w ith th e
beginnings of Existentiali sm. The ruling ph ilosophy
of the time in which Kierkegaard was educated at
Copenhagen and Berlin was the dialectica l philoso phy of Heg el, a form of Germ an Idealism . Kierkegaard protested its collectivi st implications and
emphasized " the solitary individual. " The physical
Everett Ferguson is Professor of Church Hi story in th e Bible Departm ent,
Abi lene Christian Uni ve rsity.

deform ity of a curv ed spi ne and the emot iona l
trauma of breaking his engagement to Regina O lsen
added to Kierkegaard 's melancholy mood . He is a
remarkab le demonstration of the observation that
suffering sharpens percept ion s.
Because Kierkegaard wrot e in Danish , hi s imp act
in the English-speaking wor ld has come in the twen tieth century with the translation of his wr itin gs,
some only recently appearing in English. Between
1843, with the pub lication of Either -Or , and his
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death in 1855, he produced a torrent of writings as
powerfu l, magn ificent ly awesome, and turbid as a
raging riv er, but depos it ing br illi ant in sights alo ng
t he way . His writings carry with them penet rating
psycho log ical ana lyses.
Kierkegaard rece ived theo logical tra ining, and his
attack on t he preva iling ph il osophy became more
exp lic it ly Christian after his ear lier works. He saw
the
estab li shed
ch ur ch
of
Denma r k
("C hristendom") as bo und up w ith the cu ltu re of
the time and as a part of "t he system" of tho ught
wh ic h conformed everyth ing to the who le and to
the exped ient. He stated t hat his desire was "to reintroduce
Chr istianity into Chr istendom."
He
dist inguished the aesthetic, the ethical, and t he
rel igious stages of life . He emphasized faith as opposed to reason and t he indiv idua l's absolute relation to t he Abso lute. Th us Kierkegaard is an extreme
representative of Protestant indiv idua lism .
For many, Fear and Tremb ling has been t he intro d uct io n to Kier kegaard's t hought. It is o ne of his
early w rit ings, p ublished in 1843 and issued under
a pseudonym . T he work examines Abra ham's
sacrifice of Isaac as the religious suspension of th e
et hical. Kierkegaa rd exa lts t he paradox, t he absurd-

ity of faith. Abraham's faith elevates th e particular
above th e un iversal.
A pa radox himself, Kierkegaard co ul d be br illi ant
and irrationa l, w itty and me lanc ho ly, angry and
compassionate. As a misfit in society, he had ins ights
into t he ind iv idua l and into the destr uct ive aspects
of society that more socially or iented th inkers missed. Much maligned, he rema ins stimulating and
quotable.
His influence on ph ilosophica l and
religious t houg ht has been cons iderab le. He is an
example of how Christian thought has been shap ed
in part by ind iv idual thinkers who did not found a
c hu rch. He exemp lified t he "s o litary ind ividua l"
about whic h he wrote so much .
For Further Study

Wa lter Lowrie, trans. Fear and Trembl i ng: A
Dia lect ica l Lyric by 5. Kierkegaard (Princeton:
Princeto n Un iversity Press, 1941) .
A new co llect ion of all of Kierkega ard 's
Writing s began appea ring from Princeton Un ive rsity Press in 1978.
Robert Bretall, ed . A Kierkegaard Antho logy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1946) .
Wa lter Lowr ie, A Short Life of Kierkegaard
(Princeton: Princeton Un iversity Press, 1942).
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By WAYNE WIESE

First, let me make one thing perfectly clear : E.T. is
one of the warmest, most enjoyab le movies I have
seen in quite some time; I thoroughly recommend
it as time well-spent with Nice People and Good
Feelings.
I'm going to depart from my usual practice of try ing to give some sort of basic plot scenario, since by
this time you've either already seen the movie or
have at least heard all you need to know about it in
advance . Instead of plot description, I want to try to
deal with some of the ideas and comments that this
immense ly popu lar mov ie has generated, at least in
the circles in which I live and move . So, "herewith
submitted for your approval" (as Rod Serling might
say), are six concepts from E.T., arranged in ascending order of importance.

i. E.T. as Christ-figure. This was probably in evitable among evangelicals, and not without some
Wayne Wiese farms near McGregor, Texas, and is a grad uate student in
business administration at Baylor University .

E.T.
The Extra-Terrestrial
justification. After all, E.T. comes to earth from the
sky, does miracles, dies and comes back to life, and
goes back to heaven after recalling Matthew 28:20
by touching that neon-f inger of his to Elliot's temple
and saying, "I'l l be right here." Spielberg is such a
p layful director that he cou ld well have developed
such an analogy knowingly. But lest we get carried
away (like the fellow who wrote a treatise.on The
Force of Star Wars as the Holy Spirit), it' s like ly that
E.T.'s resurrection owes more to the return to life of
Tinkerbell in the stage version of Peter Pan, since this
passage from the play is read to the youngest
daughter early on in the movie. I tend to be wary of
our tendency to try to transfer every popular icon
into our own faith. What next - a theology of PacMan?
2. Learning to love someone different. This is undoubtedly a sermon Spielberg intends to preach. If
we can learn to love E.T., we can then proceed to
deal with sexism, racism, and denominational ism,
right? The problem here is that by the time E.T. drops
(co ntinu ed on back co 1·er/
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person person

--------..
I
I'------The real meaning of being human is the personal
relationship for which God created us. Paul Tournier
makes this lovely statement: "God created man in
his image; that is to say, a personal being, a partner
in dialogue, a being to whom he might speak and
who could answer, to whom he gave liberty, and
whose liberty, refusals and silences he respects, but
whose replies he also awaits" (The Meaning of Persons, p. 163). If this be true, why is it that so many
live such ineffective, unhappy, miserable, guiltridden, lonely, empty lives while all the time trying
to serve him, trying to please him, trying to find him?
One of the most significant reasons is that we do
not have the proper image of ourselves. Persons
behave according to the image they have of self. I
know a woman who sees herself as a failure. This
feeling is so pervasive that she fails in everything she
does. Even though she does it unconsciously, she
sets up her activities in ways that assure failure. A
child who feels ugly and mousy will behave just that
way.
God has clearly defined our image for us; and it
was so portrayed in Jesus that we can make no mistake about it.
For all who are led by the Spirit of Cod are sons of Cod.
And so we should not be like cringing, fearful slaves, but
we should behave like God's very own children, adopted
into the bosom of his family, and calling to him, "Father,
Father." For his Holy Spirit speaks to us deep in our hearts,
and tells us that we really are God's children.
l~omans 13:74-76

Although God has given us a place in his family
circle, many of us still behave as slaves. The difference between familial relationship and the slave
mentality is vividly portrayed in the two brothers in
the Parable of the Prodigal Son. Both brothers have a
blood and legal relationship to the father, but only
one is truly a son.
It is very clear that the renegade prodigal is better
than the slaves. He has a place in his father's heart
and home, and he knows the assurance of being
able to claim it no matter how far away he has
wandered.
The elder brother, however, does not want to be a
son emotionally or spiritually. He will not join the
family; he refuses to share in the joy or sorrow of the

others -- no involvement with them, no heart-felt
concern, no sympathy or empathy. He has no idea
of how to celebrate or enjoy a party. The bonds of
love that make a family a life-giving unit find no connecting point in his heart. During all the years the
younger son had been gone, he had had no compassion for or understanding of his father's heavy heart,
sorrow, or hope. He carried in his heart the image of
a slave and that's the way he acted: dutiful and
good.
John Knox in his book The Ethic of Jesus in the
Teaching of the Church says it well:
The slave can have the satisfaction of knowing that he has
done his full duty as a slave, but he cannot know the rewards of sonship. The son, who can never be satisfied that
he has done his full duty as a son, can know the deeper
satisfaction of being a son, that is, of being forgiven, of
being at home with those who love him and whom he loves
(p. 133).

Paul says that the slave image is manifested in the
lives of those who are trying to find favor with God
by what they do or don't do. They are trying to make
themselves good, to earn salvation, to merit God's
favor and praise. They make religion a matter of duty
and conventional conduct and moralism, trying
desperately to expiate their own sins. Such a one
can say as the elder son, "I've worked hard for you
and never refused to do a single thing you told me!"
It's easier to claim obedience than to confess, "I
have sinned and am no longer worthy." But the
fruits are despair, defeat, self-righteousness because
all the vital forces are sapped from one's being.
On the other hand, when we accept with gratitude
our place in the family circle and our restoration to
sonship or daughtership, he cloaks us in his righteousness. Dignity, freedom, love - these we have
as adult sons and daughters.
Life and prayer then become an alive, open, vital,
joyful dialogue. We don't have to behave as cringing, fearful slaves. We don't have to be ashamed of
who we are.
How different our motivations, how elevated our
spirits, how exciting our experiences when we are
able to accept this living, personal, out-going, warm,
embracing companionship with our Father. Personto-person, heart-to-heart!
- BLH
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(continued from page 22)
those M&M's (or whatever) onto Elliot 's blanket, we already are sure
that this is no bug-eyed monster, but a high ly sympat hetic friend with
Carl Sandburg's eyes. In fact, as it turns out, there isn't a singl e person in the movi e who isn't on E.T.'s side. The human problem of not
being lovin g doesn't really have to do with not likin g people who are
nice like E.T., but rather with not being able to forgive and tolerate
th e guy who cuts us off in the parking lot after the movi e. Spielberg
has so stacked the deck that we can easily get the gooey illusion that
we are loving people without really being challenged.
3. "Suffer the little children . ... " Except for Dee W allace as
Elliot's mother (in a grand performance, as always with this very
underrated actress), no adult is even seen full-face until the last third
of the movi e. It' s made qu ite clear that adul ts can't really und erstand
who or what E.T. is becau se they have lost their sense of wonder. Just
as Close Encounters , the whole film is filled with toys , games, and the
fantasies of childhood and adolescence everyt hing from
"Dungeons and Dragons" to dre ssing up E.T. as the ultimate do ll.
And I hesitate to think how many "whee lie" accidents that final
chase sequence on bicycles is likely to lead to, such is its imaginativ e
power .
4. Home and family. When the " mother " ship left little E.T.
stranded and he gave that unutterable sigh, my tear ducts gave up the
fight . What a lon ely, abandoned age we live in ! "E.T. phone home"
is likely to be prostituted in months to come, but for now it' s high
theology. Woven into the subte xt of the film is the homesickne ss of
Elliot and his family as well, because of the father's absence.
Spielberg may question adu lts' abi lity to believe, but he surely wants
them present to rescue and to restore order (witn ess also the sanctified role of familyhood in Poltergeist) .
5. Love as self-denial. Our motto has too often become , "I want
that, Daddy, and I want it right now!!" Elliot 's abid ing dream is that if
he can somehow keep E.T. for his very own private toy, he won't be
so lonely anymore. But as Tevye said, "A bird and a fish might love
each other , but where would they make a hom e?" Finally, Elliot
learns that if he really loves E.T., he must let go . Now let's just hop e
Spielberg won't yield to the temptat ion to make all th e self-sacrifice
meaningless by making a sequel.
6. An enjoyable movie. I alw ays feel sad for fo lks who only go to
see important, thought-provoking movies, for they seem never to
have figured out the universal truth th at th e mo st learnin g comes
when your inner atmosp here co nnects with w hatever happens to be
going on aroun d you. For two hour s E.T. put my vision and axiom s
on the back burner and allow ed me ju st to taste the good feelings.
-
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